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      Chapter One


      (Carolina)


      Just days after the unfortunate situation with Prince Gilbert had been resolved, I found myself once again mingling with the Malcosian nobility. This time, it was at a tea party in the elegantly appointed salon of Countess Herbert. Her drawing room was a mosaic of ladies in dresses of all shapes and colors, buzzing with the honeyed tones of genteel conversation. I had a great deal of experience attending such events back in Celestia (though as an addendum to Flora, of course). I noted that the soirees of Malcosias shared a similar air—though perhaps one that was slightly more charged.


      Countess Herbert, our esteemed hostess, publicly proclaimed herself to be a neutral arbiter in the ongoing succession debate, which meant that this gathering should have provided a reprieve from my usual fears of poison or covert assaults. (At least in theory.) The flip side of the coin, however, was that her stance of neutrality meant that the salon was a melting pot for the adherents of both the first and second prince’s factions. Their thinly veiled hostility towards each other added an undercurrent of tension to the air, an almost tangible frisson that made me sigh inwardly.


      It was amid this sea of veiled enmities that my gaze inadvertently locked with a certain lady’s. She, for one, did not seem to appreciate the accidental eye contact.


      “Goodness, Your Highness,” she simpered in a tone laced with feigned surprise. “One might almost interpret your expression as shading towards confusion.” She widened her eyes dramatically, a hand fluttering to her cheek in mock distress. “Oh, but how remiss of us! Only now has it occurred to me that our more localized topics of discussion might be a tad intricate for someone who has not been nurtured within the empire. It’s quite an oversight on our part to have neglected to consider the Celestian in our midst!” Her words were coated in a saccharine sympathy, her smile exquisitely condescending. “My apologies. We must seem so dreadfully insular.”


      As if on cue, her retinue erupted in a symphony of polite yet unmistakably artificial laughter, which echoed throughout the room like a delicate, mocking breeze.


      Her jabs, thinly veiled in mock politeness, were a none-too-subtle attempt to belittle my foreign origins, drawing a stark line between the lofty echelons of imperial society and an outsider like myself. Such a tactic was, in essence, rather juvenile, yet it wasn’t something I could outright dismiss—the speaker was none other than Lady Monica Arendt, the eldest daughter of Duke Arendt, one of the empire’s most eminent noble families.


      The Arendt lineage had a storied history of producing valiant knights generation after generation, and for this reason the family was often referred to as “the sword of the empire.” The current duke exemplified this legacy as the leader of an order of knights known as the Scarletjade Kingdrakes. The household comprised several preeminent members of the first prince’s faction. The Arendts had supported Prince Gilbert even before Ed’s birth, which positioned them as a formidable force in the ongoing succession struggle. At this juncture, the extent of the Arendts’ involvement with the extremists remained ambiguous, but the possibility still demanded caution. One could never be too careful with such fervent supporters of Prince Gilbert, especially ones who had a less-than-stellar history with my husband.


      The antagonism between Ed and the Arendts could be traced back to the ad hoc establishment and subsequent meteoric rise of the Pyreborn. Ed and Teodore, through their accomplishments, had inadvertently set themselves up as rivals to the Arendts, a family that had always taken immense pride in the martial prowess of their Kingdrakes. To them, the Pyreborn were nothing but a thorn in their side, a fly to be swatted in their pursuit of maintaining the emperor’s favor.


      But did all that rivalry really warrant such blatant insults leveled towards me? Lady Monica certainly seemed to think so, as she pressed on undeterred. “That does bring something to mind that I’ve been so longing to ask you,” she mused with a sly tilt of her head. “I’m quite intrigued to learn more about your domestic bliss with Prince Edward. When someone manages to become so renowned as the ‘Bloodthirsty Prince’ on the battlefield, it does pique one’s curiosity about the nature of his...gentlemanly virtues in home life.”


      Her smile, now tinged with a hint of malice, hardly concealed her contempt. Her pale green eyes shimmered with unspoken amusement as she gracefully swept a lock of her emerald-green hair behind her ear. Her youthful features, rather than softening her demeanor, seemed instead to amplify her spite, leaving no room to interpret her attitude as the subtly seductive allure of an older woman.


      But no, she’d slandered not only me but Ed as well. How unpleasant. Lady Monica could’ve been the empress herself for all I cared; I would not tolerate such flagrant disrespect towards my husband.


      “Yes, well, to appease what I’m sure are your most refined curiosities, Lady Monica, let me assure you—Ed and I find our union to be quite harmonious,” I said.


      Her eyes briefly betrayed a flicker of surprise; she clearly hadn’t expected to hear such familiar terms of endearment between myself and the prince. I was gratified to sense that my reply seemed to have effectively countered her presumptuous prying, perhaps instilling in her the future impulse to take a moment of reflection before daring to venture into the personal affairs of others with such flagrant intrusiveness.


      The air around me was soon filled with a chorus of subtly supportive comments from those aligned with the second prince’s faction:


      “It’s quite unseemly, isn’t it, to so openly inquire into the intimate dynamics of newlyweds?”


      “Truly, such conversations are not appropriate in polite society.”


      “And yet, it’s rather delightful to hear of such affection between Their Imperial Highnesses so early in their marriage.”


      Turning towards me with a blend of curiosity and respect, one lady inquired, “If I may be so bold, Your Highness, what affectionate moniker has Prince Edward bestowed upon you?”


      The majority of today’s attendees were unmarried, and their interest in my marital life was apparent and not entirely surprising. While I hesitated to label their queries as impolitely forthright, they certainly bordered on being overly forward. Nevertheless, considering the relaxed atmosphere of today’s tea party, a slight deviation from strict formality seemed permissible.


      Once I’d arrived at that conclusion, I opened my mouth to respond to the inquisitive lady’s question when Marisa suddenly materialized by my side and interrupted me.


      “I beg your pardon, Your Highness,” she whispered close to my ear, her voice hushed but urgent. “A message from the emperor has just arrived. His Imperial Majesty requests your presence at the castle without delay.”


      The emperor? Her words arrested me completely, my brief moment of astonishment giving way to the gravity of her message. Quickly regaining my poise, I nodded. “Understood. Please have the carriage readied for our departure to the castle, Marisa.”


      “It shall be done, Your Imperial Highness,” Marisa replied with her characteristic efficiency, bowing gracefully before turning to execute my command.


      As Marisa disappeared from view, I rose, smoothing out the fabric of my dress. The room was abuzz with curious and confused murmurs. Addressing the gathered assembly, I offered my regrets in a composed yet apologetic tone. “Please forgive this abrupt departure. Duty beckons, and I must heed its call. I have thoroughly enjoyed our time together, and I wish you all the very best. Until we meet again.”


      Dipping my head in as much remorseful courtesy as propriety allowed me, I turned and made for the door. Countess Herbert hastened to join me, but I gracefully declined the offer of an escort to my carriage and stepped out into the corridor alone. Jitters overcame me as I clambered into the coach that awaited me, and this foreboding sense of apprehension was my stalwart companion on the entire journey to the royal castle. The anxious question “what could have happened?” echoed in my mind as Marisa and I alighted from the carriage and progressed down a winding castle corridor.


      “How much further to the parlor?” I asked Marisa, the anticipation building with each step.


      “We’re close, Your Highness,” she said. “Not much longer now.”


      As I was yet unfamiliar with the castle’s expansive network of hallways, I trusted Marisa’s guidance implicitly. We continued our silent progression, turning corners and moving through more deserted passages. Then, as we rounded another bend, a group of knights came into view, standing guard outside a door. This had to be our destination.


      My eyes narrowed slightly upon noticing that the knights stationed outside the door were members of the Pyreborn rather than the emperor’s customary Imperial Guard. It seemed unusual (if not slightly disconcerting) for the emperor to be without his personal knights. But I pushed aside these thoughts; such concerns were beyond my purview. The knights straightened up, dipping their heads in a show of respect as I approached. With a reassuring gesture, I signaled to them to be at ease, and then I reached out and knocked on the door.


      “Carolina Ruby Martinez, humbly presenting myself in accordance with the summons of His Esteemed Imperial Majesty,” I announced, my voice steady and clear.


      The response from within was immediate. “Enter,” commanded a voice I recognized as the emperor’s. Turning the doorknob, I gently pushed the door open to reveal: “Ed?! And Teodore and Prince Gilbert too! And Her Majesty as well!”


      Met with this unexpected gathering, I couldn’t contain my startled exclamation. With both emperor and empress, and their two sons, this made for a complete imperial family gathering—the first one I’d seen at that! Just what had occurred to warrant this?


      “Your Highness,” Marisa’s quiet whisper urged from behind.


      Immediately, I snapped myself out of my shock and curtsied. “Forgive the tardiness of my introduction. I am delighted to present myself, Carolina Ruby Martinez, at your most gracious service.”


      “Please, Carolina, let’s dispense with formalities for now. We’re amongst family,” the emperor said. “In fact, we wish to extend our apologies for the abrupt summons. Were you not at a tea party? Please, sit,” he added, urging me to my seat.


      As I scanned the room for a suitable spot to settle myself, I noted the unexpectedly relaxed atmosphere among the imperial family, an ease that slightly assuaged my initial apprehension. The best choice of seating wasn’t immediately apparent to me in this distinguished assembly, but I soon found myself instinctively guided to the vacant seat next to Edward. It seemed the most fitting place, and I took my seat gingerly.


      Immediately, Edward bestowed a cordial smile upon me and tenderly encircled my waist with his arm. Ever since our heartfelt disclosures to one another, he had developed an inclination for such open displays of affection, and it was both heartwarming and a little embarrassing.


      “Oh dear, such a scandalous exhibition ignites within me a pang of envy,” Prince Gilbert quipped with a theatrical sigh.


      “And what stops you from seeking a partner of your own, Brother?” Edward said brusquely. “Lina is spoken for.”


      Prince Gilbert chuckled. “Your impudence towards your elders never ceases to amuse me, Edward. And to think you were once such an adorable lad.”


      Ed, somewhat vexed, turned away. “Adorable? Hardly. I was never such a thing, neither then nor now.”


      Though it was slightly childish, I couldn’t help but find his retort to hold a certain charm. His youthful defensiveness was strangely endearing.


      “Lina, feel free to tell him off as well,” Ed encouraged me. “I’ll handle the consequences.”


      “Ah, but what consequences could there be, being chastised by my esteemed Mistress of the Divine?” Prince Gilbert pointed out. “To me, that seems more a reward than a penalty.” He spread his arms in an exaggerated gesture of welcome, his eyes gleaming with expectation.


      By contrast, Ed’s gaze glittered coldly. This...exchange, one that I hesitated to categorize as an innocent brotherly spat, seemed to greatly amuse the emperor, and he bellowed with laughter. The empress, on the other hand, wore an expression of sheer exasperation. She let out a weary sigh. The juxtaposition of their reactions left me with nothing but a wry smile in response.
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      Setting aside this family repartee, the gravity of our summons lingered in my mind. Surely we were gathered here for something more pressing than fraternal banter. “Ed, Prince Gilbert,” I interjected, “I believe we have been convened for an urgent matter. Perhaps we might save this discussion for another time?”


      The empress nodded in agreement, adding her voice to mine. “Carolina is absolutely correct. This is neither the time nor the place for such exchanges. Such rambunctious children,” she added in a low murmur, more to herself than to anyone else. Her words, however softly spoken, were enough to prompt immediate silence from both brothers.


      When the matriarch speaks, everyone listens indeed...


      “Now that our two spirited sons have at last found silence, shall we proceed, Eric?” the empress said.


      “Indeed, we may,” concurred the emperor. With a subtle gesture, he motioned the maids who had been waiting behind us to a more discreet position along the wall, firmly signaling the end of our genial preamble. A heavy silence fell over us, so profound that the anxious ringing in my ears seemed as if it might become audible to the others in the room.


      The silence lingered, stretching on for a moment longer until (thankfully) the emperor resumed speaking. “Before we delve into our primary discussion, there is someone else who must join us.” He directed his attention towards a door—not the one leading to the hallway, but one connected to an adjoining room. “Please, enter.”


      The door slowly swung open, and I found myself instinctively holding my breath in anticipation. Emerging from the threshold was a figure I had not expected; it was my—


      “Father?!”


      My voice escaped me involuntarily, a mix of surprise and confusion. Seeing my father here amid such distinguished company was the last scenario I had anticipated. I wasn’t alone in my shock; both Prince Gilbert and Ed wore similar expressions of utter disbelief. It became clear that his visit must have been a well-kept secret, one known only to the emperor and empress.


      Father, meanwhile, was the epitome of diplomatic grace. He quietly shut the door behind him and executed a respectful bow.


      But why is he here?! His presence here was a puzzle not just because he was my father, but because he was a Celestian envoy. Were any of the proper channels followed, there should have been formal notifications and extensive diplomatic preparations beforehand, should there not?!


      But as I sat there with my whirlwind of questions spinning in my mind, it became apparent that Father was not about to offer any immediate clarifications. His demeanor was impeccably formal, his polite smile never faltering as he stood in silence, evidently waiting for the appropriate cue to speak. Then is he here in his official capacity as prime minister and not as my father? That would explain his silence and his reluctance to acknowledge me at all.


      The emperor, sensing the room’s growing curiosity, took the lead. “Although he is not unfamiliar to many here, allow me to formally introduce the duke and prime minister of Celestia, Raymond Sanchez,” he announced with a diplomatic gravitas.


      “Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty,” Father responded with impeccable courtesy, his tone measured. “I bring urgent news that necessitated this swift assemblage. I beg your forgiveness for the abruptness of this gathering.”


      In this setting, Father’s usual deference seemed amplified, perhaps attuned to the prestige of his company. He bowed once more, deeper and longer this time, and I took the opportunity to sneak a glance at Ed. He looked just as shaken as I did, his eyes steadily fixed on the top of Father’s head.


      Just how pressing could a matter be to necessitate such an immediate and unheralded audience? Especially considering that Celestia was an independent nation, not a vassal state obligated to share intelligence with Malcosias. In fact, I would’ve expected quite the opposite—wouldn’t it have been more strategic for Celestia to reserve any such critical information for formal diplomatic channels, leveraging it to their advantage in negotiations?


      Prince Gilbert, mirroring my confusion, was the first to break the silence. “Father, I have several questions.”


      “Not now, Gilbert,” the emperor replied. “We are in mixed company,” he added, his stern expression conveying the seriousness of the moment.


      Prince Gilbert yielded, though his face betrayed his dissatisfaction. What else could be done in the face of the emperor’s direct command?


      “The same holds for everyone here,” continued the emperor. “We will refrain from asking questions until after this matter is fully laid out before us. Let us extend our full attention to Duke Sanchez.”


      All heads swiveled to my father as he prepared to speak. “Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty,” he said with another respectful bow. He stepped forward, and his expression sharpened. In the face of the imperial family’s scrutiny, he displayed remarkable composure, standing confidently with his shoulders squared and his head held high. Even the emperor seemed to regard his comportment with a hint of admiration, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly in silent acknowledgment.


      I realized I was seeing my father in his element, as a man who regularly shouldered the responsibilities of an entire nation. Witnessing his ability to maintain such fortitude before the most prominent figures of the empire, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride. A warmth spread through me, my eyes softening with love and appreciation for the man who had always been first and foremost my father.


      When he finally spoke, his voice resonated with authority and conviction. “With your attention most graciously bestowed, I must deliver a crucial report. To begin, I wish to address a matter concerning the Divinity of Her Imperial Highness, Princess Carolina.”


      His face didn’t so much as twitch, his entire being a portrait of composure so complete that I almost doubted my ears; it came close to making me believe that he’d always known about my latent powers. But he couldn’t have! How did he know? When did he know?! But wait, does that also mean that he knows I am the reason for all the calamities befalling Celestia? If so, then how could I ever—


      “It’s all right, Lina. Stay calm.”


      In response to my husband’s murmur of reassurance, a whisper of his name escaped my lips. His soothing voice broke through the din of my thoughts like a sunbeam through storm clouds. The steady pressure of his hand on my back anchored me, his presence a bulwark against the torrent of my anxieties. As I took a deep breath, his tender, golden gaze seemed to dissolve the tension so tightly coiled within me. A quiet mantra resonated within: You’re not alone. Exhaling slowly, I allowed myself to lean into the security of Edward’s embrace, and I allowed my focus to return to my father.


      “Apologies for my lapse,” I managed, regaining my composure. “Please, continue.”


      Father acknowledged my words, and I was sure I caught a flicker of relief passing over his features, but it was very swiftly replaced by his flawless air of professionalism. Clearing his throat, he resumed, “Now to the matter at hand. The recent discovery of Princess Carolina’s Divinity has shed light on the true nature of the enigmatic force sustaining Celestia. I trust this revelation surprises none here?”


      The certainty in Father’s words sent a jolt through me, my gaze involuntarily drifting away from his. My silence, it seemed, served as conclusive confirmation.


      Though I’d known for a long while now that my powers were the source of Celestia’s misfortunes, I had kept this from my father. This didn’t stem from any unwillingness to aid my home, but rather, it was an impossibility that I could do so. My status had changed; I was no longer bound to Celestia. The truth about my powers was tantamount to a Malcosian state secret, one that I had no right to disclose of my own accord. This wasn’t just a personal interpretation; Teodore had explicitly instructed me to remain silent. How Father had uncovered the truth was beyond my comprehension, but I inwardly and fervently hoped that he didn’t harbor any resentment towards me for keeping this information from him.


      The guilt grew second by second, my lips pressed tightly together as if they might contain my inner turmoil. I feared that Father resented me as an ungrateful, insensitive daughter, but he only carried on speaking in a purely factual manner, his words neither alleviating nor confirming my apprehensions.


      “The Celestian monarchy only recently uncovered the truth,” Father explained. “This revelation came to us during a midnight visit from Archbishop Jonathan Mills of the Celestian church.”


      His words sent a ripple of surprise through the room. Archbishop Mills—the very same man known for using his ecclesiastical authority to make thinly veiled jabs at King Phillips? I’d always thought him unscrupulous, given my many encounters with him at various ceremonial functions, but even I didn’t know how to take this information. All I knew was there had always been something about his power-hungry and avaricious nature that had compelled me to maintain a cautious distance.


      Father continued. “Archbishop Mills, after summarizing the situation, proposed the following: ‘Let the royal family and the church unite, aligned in an effort to take back what is rightfully ours.’”


      Take back what is rightfully ours? The phrasing wasn’t just bold, but was in fact downright unsettling. What he was even implying with such a statement—that the church was his own personal domain? And even supposing that the church did belong to one person, that person would be the high pontiff, not you, Archbishop Mills. Each diocese within the church might operate semiautonomously, but such hubris had been the downfall of many greater figures than Mills.


      Lost in these vexing thoughts, I hardly noticed how deeply my brow furrowed in displeasure. Also, I am not some object to be claimed or reclaimed. As this final grievance crossed my mind, Prince Gilbert began to speak.


      “So how did the monarchy respond?” he asked, his brow knitted just as tightly as my own. “Surely you laughed him and his proposal out of the room immediately?”


      “Indeed, such a proposal is unthinkable,” my father replied. “However, we have temporarily withheld our formal response. It’s a delicate situation—the monarchy must tread cautiously lest the church find an excuse to finally shake off the last shreds of our control.”


      “In other words, your hands are tied,” Prince Gilbert said.


      “That would be one way of putting it,” Father agreed.


      Prince Gilbert responded with a contemplative “hmmm” as he studied my father with a piercing gaze. There was a sense that he was sifting for deeper truths beneath the surface of my father’s words, yet his demeanor suggested he was somewhat amused by this intellectual pursuit.


      “But upon what grounds can you really reject the archbishop’s proposal?” Prince Gilbert asked, a cold smile playing on his lips. “After all, reclaiming my esteemed mistress—excuse me, Carolina—would offer the most straightforward solution to your predicaments, wouldn’t it?”


      Father met Prince Gilbert’s pointed provocation with balance and restraint. “Your Imperial Highness makes a valid observation,” he began. “Indeed, the archbishop’s proposal holds certain advantages. However, the inherent risks far outweigh these benefits. With Princess Carolina now wedded to Prince Edward and integrated into the imperial family, Celestia has effectively relinquished any claim over her.” He paused, a trace of discomfort in his voice. “Furthermore, at present, our nation’s reliance on Malcosian support cannot be overstated.”


      Father was absolutely right. Archbishop Mills’s proposal was utterly unhinged. There’s recklessness, and then there’s whatever this is...


      There could be no worse outcome for Celestia than making an enemy out of Malcosias. In the most catastrophic scenario, armed conflict might even be possible, in which case Celestia would lose its cherished independence in very short order. To the advanced magical nation that was Malcosias, the conquest of Celestia would amount to nothing more than an afterthought.


      Prince Gilbert continued in his line of questioning. “I’m chuffed to see that Celestian leadership has held on to its wits. But this then begs the question: why would Archbishop Mills propose such a perilous course? Is he so blind to the consequences of his own actions?”


      As the prince ruminated rather pointedly on the archbishop’s apparent lack of foresight, my father looked conflicted. After a brief pause, one which was marked by a visible internal debate, he chose his words carefully. “Archbishop Mills did not come to us without forethought. His strategy involved invoking both prophecy and the historical context of the Saints to justify Princess Carolina’s rightful repatriation.”


      “Prophecy and the historical context of the Saints?” Prince Gilbert arched a confused brow.


      “Essentially, his plan hinges on the claim of divine revelation. He intends to assert that God has personally spoken to him, proclaiming Princess Carolina Ruby Martinez as the true Saint. He argues that she deserves to reside in a land befitting her sanctity—a place he defines as the Celestian diocese, with its rich history of Saints. His aim is to leverage this assertion to create international pressure, compelling Malcosias to repatriate her.”


      Father recounted these facts with a noticeable restlessness, as if he were speaking of something deeply shameful. But considering that what he was describing amounted to no less than an attempt by the archbishop to set himself up as a false prophet, Father’s worry seemed perfectly understandable. In a country that deeply valued its holiness, the emergence of a false prophet would be a scandal of immense proportions.


      “I see,” Prince Gilbert murmured, a thoughtful look crossing his face. “So the archbishop isn’t entirely devoid of reason.” He leaned back slightly, lost in contemplation.


      In contrast to his pensive brother, Ed voiced his confusion. “How? Can’t we simply disregard him, Gilbert?”


      Prince Gilbert smiled wryly. “If only the world were ever so simple, Edward. We could ignore him, but could we ignore the fervent believers who would see our dismissal of prophecy as the deepest sacrilege? Could we ignore the foreign nations just waiting for a chance to deprive Malcosias of even a fraction of its influence? Addressing the former might fall within the church’s purview, but the latter is a different beast entirely. This could very well be the prelude to a broader conflict.”


      Momentarily at a loss for words against the cascade of counterpoints, Ed merely lifted his gaze towards the ceiling as if to say, Never mind!


      I had to say I agreed with Prince Gilbert’s assessment. Angry believers were one thing; foreign nations smelling blood in the water were quite another. While most of them couldn’t stand up to the empire’s military might directly, would it really benefit the empire to solve all of its problems by force? I couldn’t help but fear that this approach would only plant seeds of deep-seated resentment, potentially causing even greater problems in the future.


      A pensive quiet settled over the room, one that was only broken by the emperor’s voice as he addressed my father. “Thank you for your thorough report, Duke Sanchez.”


      “It is my duty,” Father said. “I merely relay the message from our king. It is he who wished to convey this information, and it is he who merits your gratitude.”


      The emperor responded to Father’s remarks with a hearty laugh, his amusement filling the room. “Like father, like daughter! Carolina’s modesty clearly runs in the family.”


      His laughter grew, becoming so infectious that he started slapping his knee in delight. Father initially appeared taken aback, the laughter giving him a few moments’ pause. Then, a subtle softening appeared on his face, hinting at a quiet sense of contentment, or perhaps even pride.


      As the emperor’s boisterous laughter gradually subsided, it morphed into a more measured, knowing chuckle. Regaining his composure, he leaned forward slightly, his expression turning serious. “Now, tell us, what does Celestia seek in exchange? I’m sure such valuable information hasn’t been shared merely out of the goodness of your hearts.”


      Father responded to the emperor’s pointed query with a solemn nod, silently acknowledging the shift towards the core issue at hand. He appeared momentarily contemplative, perhaps unprepared for the conversation to have steered so abruptly in this direction. Even so, he recognized the critical nature of the moment, and he seized the opportunity, well aware that hesitation could lead to the emperor reconsidering his willingness to engage. Father, despite his reputation as a masterful prime minister, seemed to acknowledge the limitations of his considerable abilities in this particular case when pitted against the formidable authority of an emperor. With a hint of meekness uncharacteristic of his usual diplomatic confidence, he finally gave voice to the heart of Celestia’s request. “Our primary hope,” he began, “is to garner your support in our ongoing reconstruction efforts.”


      The emperor responded with a sound of contemplation, a thoughtful “hmm” echoing softly in the room. “Additional support on top of our current assistance? Very well then, Duke. However, let’s reserve the details of this additional aid for a later discussion. I trust you’ll find this agreeable?”


      “That is more than acceptable, Your Majesty. I extend my sincerest thanks for your continued generosity and understanding.” He bowed deeply, infusing the gesture with the full measure of his appreciation.


      The emperor acknowledged this with a simple nod and signaled to one of his aides who had been discreetly positioned by the walls. “Escort the duke to his guest quarters,” he instructed. “Ensure he receives all the necessary protections and hospitality. And do so with discretion; his presence here should remain confidential within the castle.”


      “At once, my lord,” the aide replied with an elegant bow. He exchanged a few quick words with my father, who was still bent in his respects, before guiding him to a standing position and then out of the room.


      It was only after the door had firmly closed, punctuating Father’s departure, that I let out a discreet sigh of relief. The day had been a whirlwind of surprises, and my father’s unexpected visit had not been the least of them. I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me, but I knew well that there was no time for rest. The real work, the intricate dance of diplomacy and strategy, was only just beginning.


      I glanced around the room, a wry smile tugging at my lips as I observed the scene of the imperial family immersed in their respective tasks. The emperor was deeply engrossed in reviewing documents that had been handed to him by Teodore. Across from him, the empress and Prince Gilbert were engaged in a hushed yet intense conversation. Teodore himself, ever the diligent adviser, was furiously jotting notes, his expression a mix of concentration and urgency.


      As the room continued in its silent flurry of activity, preparing for the upcoming discourse, the emperor decidedly set his papers aside. He surveyed the room with a renewed focus. “With a clearer understanding of our current predicament, it’s time we shift our attention to strategy. Our primary objective is the protection of Carolina. We aim for a resolution that is both discreet and amicable. I invite those with suggestions to raise their hands.”


      The first person to lift their arm and meet the sweeping gaze of the emperor was none other than Teodore. “Permission to speak, Your Majesty.”


      “Granted,” the emperor replied. “We’re eager to hear your thoughts, Teodore.”


      With a quick adjustment of his glasses and a swish of his golden locks, Teodore thanked the emperor and stepped forward. Even with the emperor as his audience, he exuded a confidence that seemed natural. Surely he could count himself among the few individuals in the world who could stand his ground so boldly before the emperor. A prodigious mage, indeed.


      “My suggestion is a straightforward one,” he began. “I propose we bring Archbishop Mills’s unethical conduct into the light and leave him to face the judgment of a divine inquisition by the church.”


      “A divine inquisition, you say?” the emperor murmured appreciatively. “Allowing the church to adjudicate one of their own using their canonical law... Yes, that could work. But do you believe this approach is viable, even with the backing of the high pontiff?”


      “By all accounts, the archbishop is a covetous man,” Teodore replied. “He wields near complete influence over the Celestian church. With such unchecked power, there are bound to be hidden indiscretions. We need but uncover such misconduct, and then discrediting him will be an easy task, thereby eliminating the risk to Her Highness.”


      In other words, Teodore advocated for eliminating the archbishop for daring to step in our way. The idea had merit, considering there had long been ample rumors of Archbishop Mills’s malfeasance, rumors that had swirled since before I’d been born—but they were rumors that had remained unprosecuted due to lack of proof. Though Teodore’s approach seemed a viable one, it did run the risk of antagonizing the entire church. Considering the general level of faith among Celestians, this could be akin to stirring up a hornet’s nest if poorly implemented.


      “An interesting strategy,” the emperor mused. “But how would you propose we investigate a member of the clergy, and an archbishop at that?”


      “We have boots on the ground in Celestia as we speak,” Teodore replied. “It would be a simple matter to have some of them gather intelligence. As for initiating an internal investigation within the church, we would need the high pontiff’s consent, but let us not forget we have Princess Carolina on our side. A request made by his beloved child of God would be difficult, if not impossible, for him to deny.”


      “Then it will only be a matter of time before the archbishop’s downfall,” the emperor said. “But Teodore...” He let his voice trail off here, almost deliberately. His gaze towards the blond adviser turned scrutinizing, the corner of his lips curling into a subtle yet ominous smile. This smile, one he no doubt slipped into only when he wanted to apply pressure, was terrifying to behold. “While this plan would indeed deal with the archbishop, it does not fully address the larger issue at hand—that of Carolina’s safety. The archbishop may have been the first to perceive her unique power, but others will surely follow. There are already murmurs among our own aristocracy. They haven’t connected the dots to Divinity yet, but that as well will be only a matter of time.”


      Teodore met the emperor’s gaze steadily, his unwavering demeanor drawing a knowing smile from the monarch. “You seem quite unperturbed,” observed the emperor. “Is there another facet to your plan that you’ve yet to reveal?”


      “I wish I could say there is more to it, but at this moment, there isn’t,” Teodore admitted. “My strategy was to neutralize the immediate threat posed by the archbishop before addressing others.”


      “Fair enough. Then let us proceed under the assumption that the threat of the archbishop is removed. What next?”


      The consensus in the room seemed clear: as long as the archbishop remained a looming threat, his imminent fall was imperative. His unchallenged presence was considered too significant a risk to ignore. Remarkably, no one around the table objected; there were only silent nods of agreement. While I couldn’t muster any real sympathy for the archbishop, a part of me empathized with the daunting prospect of being marked as a target by the imperial family. Still, I reassured myself with the knowledge that this was a predicament of the archbishop’s own making, and that his actions warranted such decisive countermeasures.


      Suddenly, Prince Gilbert’s hand shot up. “Father, if I may get a word in edgewise before we move on?” Smiling gently, he stepped forward and took Teodore’s place.


      The emperor turned towards him, signaling his attention with a simple “Yes?”
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Edward’s right-hand man,
childhood friend, and vice
commander. He's an intellectual
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enduring relentless bullying from her sister,
Lady Flora Sanchez, until one day she was
abruptly married off to Edward, the second
prince of Malcosias. With the support of her
new in-laws and her husband, Carolina
begins to emerge from the shadow of her
accomplished elder sister, leading the happy
and fulfilling life that was previously out of
her reach in her home country.

Despite the factional conflicts over the
royal succession in Malcosias that led to
attempts on her life, Carolina manages to
marry Edward, and a genuine love blossoms
between them. Believed to have been devoid
of magical power for her entire life, Carolina
unexpectedly discovers that she possesses a
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healing properties allow her to cure the first
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